Can observations of workplace bullying really make you depressed? A response to Emdad et al.
A recent study by Emdad and colleagues published in International Archives of Occupational and Environmental Health concluded that being a bystander to workplace bullying is related to future symptoms of depression. In this response to the authors, we argue, through the use of empirical evidence, that this relationship can be explained by the observers own exposure to bullying. Furthermore, by also investigating the reversed association between the variables, we show that observations of workplace bullying can be influenced by symptoms of psychological distress. A reanalysis of prospective questionnaire survey data with a two-year time lag based on a representative sample of Norwegian employees was used to determine long-term relationships between observed bullying, self-reported exposure to bullying, and psychological distress. Bivariate, baseline observations of others being bullied were significantly associated with subsequent symptoms of psychological distress. Yet, this association disappeared when controlling for the observers own exposure to bullying. Analyzing reversed relationship between the variables, baseline symptoms of distress predicted being a bystander at follow-up. By showing that the relationship between being a bystander to bullying and distress can be fully explained by the observers own exposure to bullying, our results question the conclusion by Emdad et al. (Int Arch Occup Environ Health. doi: 10.1007/s00420-012-0813-1 , 2012) that observed bullying in itself is related to subsequent distress. Together with the finding that psychological distress predicts subsequent observations of bullying, it is concluded that future research on observers should always take the observers' own exposure to bullying, as well as negative perceptions biases, into account.